Orientation: Human research (HR) practitioners have an important role to play in the sustainability and competitiveness of organisations. Yet their strategic contribution and the value they add remain unrecognised.
Introduction
Human research (HR) practitioners have an important role to play in the sustainability of organisations and the subsequent economic growth of any country through its people (Sikora & Ferris, 2014) . The Global Competitiveness Report (2014) consistently gives South Africa poor rankings in terms of people development and HR practices. According to this report, South Africa is ranked 113 out of 144 countries for labour relations practices, 143rd for hiring and firing practices, due to rigidity, and 144th, for labour relations, due to significant tensions (World Economic Forum [WEF], 2014) . Similarly, the Global Talent Competitive Index of 2014 ranked South Africa last out of 93 countries for labour-employer co-operation and 74 out 93 countries for effective hiring practices (Lanvin & Evans, 2014) . It therefore appears that the HR profession is slow in making a strategic contribution, and may not be maintaining effectiveness and relevance in the South African context (Boudreau & Lawler, 2014) .
The role that HR practitioners should play in organisations is the subject of an on-going debate (O'Brien & Linehan, 2014) . In line with the early work of Ulrich (1997) , many scholars advocate that HR practitioners should be allowed to play a more strategic role in organisations (see De Nisi, Wilson & Biteman, 2014; Sikora & Ferris, 2014) . Boudreau and Lawler (2014, p. 233) highlighted the fact that HR practitioners are not focusing on key strategic challenges in organisations such as 'improving productivity, increasing quality, facilitating mergers and acquisitions, managing knowledge, implementing change, developing business strategies and improving the ability of the organisation to execute strategies'. Moreover, Pohler and Willness (2014, p. 468) have stated that HR is being perceived as a 'low-level, reactive, and cost-focused administrative function with little autonomy ... and nothing more than a management control function'.
The available research has emphasised the impact of poor HR practices on both individual-level and organisationallevel outcomes in the South African context. Findings show that poor human capital practices have a negative impact on psychological contracts, organisational commitment, work engagement, motivation, job satisfaction, happiness, meaningfulness, well-being and the retention of employees in various settings (Barkhuizen, Mogwere & Schutte, 2014; Diseko, 2015; Kekgonegile, 2015; Magolego, Barkhuizen & Lesenyeho, 2013; Mtila, Barkhuizen & Mokgele, 2013; Saurombe, 2015; Smit, 2014) . Poor HR practices can have a significant impact on employee performance (Magolego et al., 2013; Masale, 2015) and, subsequently, on the quality of service delivery (Barkhuizen, Mogwere & Schutte, 2014; Smit, 2014) .
Purpose
In the light of the preceding, the need exists to explore the current application of human research management (HRM) competencies in the South African workplace. Most of the research in South Africa has focused on the roles, responsibilities, and practices of HR professionals. Given the current criticisms surrounding the HR function, research should focus on exploring the underpinning competencies that are the building blocks of effective HR practices (Abdullah, 2014) . The lack of detailed empirical research on HR competencies and functions is widely recognised (Abdullah, 2014; Abdullah, Musa & Ali, 2011; O'Brien & Linehan, 2014) . The main objective of this research was to explore the extent to which HR practitioners are currently allowed to display HR competencies in the workplace and whether any significant differences exist between perceived HR competencies, based on the respondents' demographic characteristics.
The next section of the article highlights some of the limited literature available on the application of HRM competencies in the South African workplace. Thereafter, the research approach and research method of the present study are discussed. The article concludes with a discussion of the research results as well as recommendations for further research.
Literature review

Human research management role and competency requirements
Most of the literature to date has been dominated by the extent to which HR practitioners are allowed to play a strategic versus an operational role in organisations. Many researchers have tested the original four-factor HR role model of Ulrich (1997) in various settings. According to this model, HR has four major roles to play, namely strategic partner, change agent (strategic roles), administrative expert and employee champion (operational roles). The activities of a strategic partner are aimed at developing an HR strategy that is aligned with the business strategy of the organisation. As change agents, HR practitioners focus on developing the capability of people and, consequently, the organisation. The role of an administrative expert focuses on the effective design and execution of HR processes, whereas the employee champion function deals with the daily needs and problems of employees.
In the light of the above model, Ulrich and Brockbank (2005) maintained that it is the role of the HR function to create value for investors and customers external to the organisation and to create value for line managers and employees inside the organisation. This value is created through the facilitation of HR practices that focus on:
• 'the flow of people' -ensuring the availability of talent to accomplish the organisational strategy;
• 'the flow of performance management' -promoting accountability for performance by defining and rewarding it; • 'the flow of information' -ensuring that employees are aware of what is occurring in the organisation and can apply themselves to those things that create value; and • 'the flow of work' -providing the governance processes, accountability, and physical setting that ensure quality results. (Ulrich & Brockbank, 2005, p. 20) Ulrich, Brockbank, Younger, and Ulrich (2013) recently revised the focus of the traditional model in order to adapt it to the changing business world. According to the revised model, HR practitioners as strategic business partners are 'high-performing HR professionals' who should understand the global context. The capacity-building role includes the ability of HR professionals to define and build organisational capabilities. HR, as a change agent, needs to assist organisations with effective change processes and structures, whereas the innovator and integrator roles require HR professionals to integrate HR business practices in order to support change initiatives.
The need for HR competence and professionalism is clearly highlighted in the revised roles proposed by Ulrich, Younger, Brockbank and Ulrich (2012) . While the roles of HR have changed, the essential principles that guide HR (such as managing and developing the workforce) have remained unchanged (Boudreau & Lawler, 2014) . HR professionals therefore need to move away from traditional HR practices andbring about much-needed change in HR competence, skills, strategic roles, and professionalism to mobilise human capital and help to achieve organisational strategies.
HR practitioners in developing countries are still fulfilling mainly operational roles (i.e. Tessema & Soeters, 2006) , whereas most in developed countries are fulfilling more strategic roles (Du Plessis, Paine & Botha, 2012; Thill, Venegas & Groblshegg, 2014) . In the South African context, Walters (2006) found that HR practitioners are mostly fulfilling the roles of administrative experts and employee champions, but are perceived as ineffective or incompetent in these roles. Steyn (2008) found similar results but discerned that some HR practitioners are moving towards fulfilling a more strategic role in organisations. A recent study by Abbott, Goosen and Coetzee (2013) , however, pointed out that many HR practitioners in South Africa are still focusing on the role of employee advocate in the workplace without this role being extended.
The available research in the South African context points to a lack of HRM competence and subsequent poor practices being applied in the workplace. Schultz (2010) found that the HR department in a merged South African higher education institution displayed poor personal skills, HR business knowledge, and management skills. A study by van Wyk (2006) highlighted the lack of sufficient business knowledge among HR practitioners regarding a social responsibility issue such as HIV and AIDS. The HR practitioners, however, did acknowledge the importance of educating employees on social responsibility issues.
A study by Louw (2012) indicated that HR practitioners lack experience and competence in evaluating, executing, and reporting on HR interventions. As a result, HR practitioners cannot provide organisations with important data regarding the effectiveness of HR interventions (Field & Louw, 2012; Salie & Slechter, 2012) . Furthermore, organisations are of the opinion that the data provided by HR practitioners are unreliable and lack integrity, and can therefore not be used (De Bruyn & Roodt, 2009 ).
The effective talent management of employees also remains an area of great concern. Several studies pointed out the lack of talent management as evinced by poor training and development opportunities, poor performance management, poor workforce planning and acquisition, and ineffective retention strategies (Barkhuizen, 2015) . These findings can be explained by the fact that confusion still prevails as to who should take responsibility for talent management in organisations. Other factors include the lack of management commitment to managing talent, bureaucratic organisational structures, and the non-recognition of HR's potential strategic value in a business partnership (SABPP, 2011).
Schutte (2015) recently developed and validated an HR competency model for the South African context. According to this model, HR professionals should be able to display HR competence in three domains: professional behaviour and leadership, service orientation and execution, and business intelligence. Professional behaviour and leadership refers to the suitability of HR professionals' activities, whether intentionally or unintentionally, in effecting environmental changes or conditions that reflect on the qualities associated with HR leadership and professional responsibilities. HR service orientation and execution involves the ability of HR practitioners to analyse situations or problems, make timely and sound decisions, construct plans, and achieve optimal results in response to the changing demands of customers. HR business intelligence refers to the ability of HR professionals to position themselves as an essential value-adding department of the organisation through the use of information in order to gain a competitive edge over competitors (see Schutte, 2015) . This model is used in this study to assess the current application of HR practices in South African workplaces. In the light of the preceding, the following hypothesis has been set:
• Hypothesis 1: HR competencies are poorly applied in the South African context.
Human resource competencies and background variables
Limited research currently exists on the interactive relationships between HR competencies and background variables such as home language, ethnicity, job level, and outlook. Regarding age, research has shown that generation Y (born between 1978 and 1990; (Weingarten, 2009 ) places emphasis on sound HRM practices regarding compensation and training and development (Barkhuizen, 2014) . A study by Du Plessis and Barkhuizen (2012) on the personal-level factors of HR practitioners showed that individuals aged 45 years and older displayed higher levels of hope and confidence than their younger counterparts. Further results showed that the white ethnic group scored higher on hope and confidence than the black ethic group, whereas the latter group displayed higher levels of resilience. Final results showed that HR practitioners employed at top management level displayed higher levels of psychological capital (i.e. hope, confidence, optimism, and resilience) than those employed at lower levels in the organisation (Du Plessis & Barkhuizen, 2012) .
In the light of the preceding the following hypothesis has been set:
• Hypothesis 2: Significant differences exist between HR practitioners and managers in the way in which they display HR competencies, based on their demographic characteristics.
Method
Research approach
A non-experimental, cross-sectional survey research strategy of enquiry was used in this study, based on the need for exploratory research on the application HR competencies in the South African workplace (Field, 2009 ). Cross-sectional research occurs when data are collected from the research participants at a single point in time or during a single, relatively brief period of time (Johnson & Christensen, 2008) .
Measures Sampling
The respondents were HR officers and managers from various organisations in the private and public sectors who had knowledge of HRM processes in the workplace. The study employed purposive convenience sampling in which respondents were chosen based on their availability to participate and provide the desired information. A total of 800 questionnaires were distributed and 483 were returned. A total of 481 questionnaires were usable for analysis. This represented a 60.13% response rate. The demographic characteristics of the respondents in this sample, reported on in Table 1 below, are as follows: 55.1% were women, 70.5% spoke indigenous languages, and 76.9% were black Africans. A total of 29.5% of the respondents were aged 30-39 years, 35.8% held a bachelor's degree as their highest level of educational qualification, and 31.1% were employed at middle management level. Of the respondents, 37.8% had six to 15 years' work experience, 83.8% had been employed in their job for 0-10 years and 64.0% had been employed by their current organisation for 0-10 years.
Measuring instrument
A Human Resource Management (HRM) Professional Competence Questionnaire (Schutte, 2015) was used in this study. This questionnaire consist of three sections and measures three core HR competency domains, namely, 'professional behaviour and leadership', 'service orientation and execution', and 'business intelligence'. The professional behaviour and leadership competency consists of four subcompetencies, namely, leadership and personal credibility (8 items), solution creation (4 items), interpersonal communication (7 items), and innovation (6 items). The service orientation and execution competency consists of four sub-competencies, namely, talent management (9 items), HR risk (5 items), HR metrics (6 items), and HR service delivery (6 items). The business intelligence competency consists of four sub-competencies, namely, strategic impact (11 items), HR business knowledge (10 items), business acumen (6 items), and HR technology (3 items).
Responses were measured on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 'Never' (1) to 'Always' (5). The questionnaire has been validated for the South African context, and showed excellent reliabilities of above 0.90 for the underlying factors (Schutte, 2015) .
Research procedure
Permission was obtained from the necessary authorities prior to the administration of the questionnaire. Hardcopy and soft-copy surveys were distributed to the relevant participants. Ethical clearance was obtained prior to the administration of the surveys. Confidentiality was maintained at all times.
Statistical analyses
Data were analysed with the aid of SPSS Inc. (2015). Exploratory factor analyses were used to determine the underlying factor structure. Descriptive statistics (i.e. means, standard deviation, and kurtosis) were used to analyse the data. Multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was used to determine the significance of differences between the dimensions of the HRM Professional Competence Model for the demographic groups. MANOVA tests whether mean differences among groups in a combination of dependent variables are likely to have occurred by chance (Field, 2009) . When an effect was significant in MANOVA, one-way Analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to discover which dependent variables had been affected. T-tests were done to assess the differences between the groups in the sample. For purposes of the present research, we used Cohen's (1988, p. 283 ) guidelines for the interpretation of effect sizes: 0.0099 constitutes a small effect, 0.0588 a medium effect, and 0.1379 is a large effect.
Results
The KMO analyses showed the following measures of sampling adequacy: professional behaviour and leadership -0.954, service orientation and execution -0.936, and business intelligence -0.950. These results were acceptable according to the guideline of a KMO higher than 0.6 being adequate for factor analysis (Hair, Black, Babin & Anderson, 2010) . The results of the factor analyses are reported next. 
Factor analyses
Professional behaviour and leadership
Exploratory factor analyses, using principal component analyses, were done on the 25 items of the 'Professional behaviour and leadership' section of the questionnaire. The initial analyses revealed that four factors could be extracted, based on the eigenvalues. A subsequent factor analysis with direct Oblimin rotation revealed four underlying factors, which explained 82.020% of the variance. Four items were deleted because of problematic loadings. The factors were labelled: 'interpersonal communication' (Factor 1), 'leadership and personal credibility' (Factor 2), 'solution creation and implementation' (Factor 3), and 'innovation' (Factor 4). The items showed acceptable loadings.
Service orientation and execution
An exploratory factor analysis, using principal component analyses, was done on the 26 items of the 'Service orientation and execution' section of the questionnaire. The initial analyses revealed that four factors could be extracted, based on the eigenvalues. A subsequent principal component factor analysis, using varimax rotation, was done to specify the four underlying factors. Six items were deleted due to problematic loadings. The four factors explained 81.636% of the variance for the measure. The factors were labelled 'talent management' (Factor 1), 'HR service delivery' (Factor 2), 'HR metrics' (Factor 3), and 'HR risk' (Factor, 4) . The items showed acceptable loadings.
Business intelligence
An exploratory factors analysis, using principal component analyses, was done on the 30 items of the 'Business intelligence' section of the questionnaire. The initial analyses revealed that four factors could be extracted, based on the eigenvalues. A subsequent principal component factor analysis, using varimax rotation, was done to specify the four underlying factors. The four factors explained 74.417% of the variance. Two items were deleted because of problematic loadings. The factors were labelled as follows: 'HR business knowledge' (Factor 1), 'strategic impact' (Factor 2), 'business acumen' (Factor 3) and 'HR technology' (Factor 4). The items showed acceptable loadings.
The descriptive statistics of the factors are reported on in Table 2 .
The findings, provided in Table 2 , showed acceptable to excellent reliabilities for all the dimensions of the HRM Professional Competence Model. The respondents indicated that most of the dimensions are applied moderately. The competencies that were indicated as having the poorest application were talent management, HR metrics, HR business knowledge, and innovation. Next, a gap analysis was performed to determine whether significant differences existed between the importance and the current application of the HRM dimensions. The results, provided in Table 3 , showed no significant differences between the current applications versus the importance of HRM competencies.
Next, the findings of the MANOVA of the differences between the current application of the HRM professional dimensions (i.e. professional behaviour and leadership; service orientation and delivery; business intelligence) and demographics groups are reported.
Multivariate analysis of variance analyses Professional behaviour and leadership
The findings in Table 4 show that the respondents differed significantly regarding the current application of HR competencies, according to the variables home language, ethnicity, and job level. Further post hoc analyses showed no significant differences related to the variables home language and ethnicity. The remainder of the findings of the post hoc analyses are reported below.
Wilks's lambda for the variable home language was 0. 
Service orientation and execution
The findings, provided in Table 5 , show that the respondents differed significantly regarding the current application of HR competencies, according to the variables home language, age, qualifications, and job level. Further post hoc analyses showed no significant differences according to age and job level. The remainder of the findings of the post hoc analyses is reported below.
Wilks's Lambda for home language was 0.953 [F (1, 481) = 5.879; p ≤ 0.05]. Analysis of each dependent variable, using 
Business intelligence
The findings, provided in Table 6 , show that the respondents differed significantly regarding the current application of business intelligence, based on the variables home language and age. Further post hoc analyses showed no significant differences according to the variable age. The remainder of the findings of the post hoc analyses is reported below.
Wilks's Lambda for home language was 0.957 [F (3, 481) 
Discussion
The main objective of this research is to explore the extent to which HR practitioners display HR competencies in publicand private-sector organisations. Secondly, this research aimed to determine whether significant differences exist between the respondents' perceptions of HR competencies, based on their demographic characteristics.
The findings of this research show that HR practitioners are allowed to display the defined HR competencies only to a low or moderate extent in organisations. More specifically, HR practitioners are limited in applying innovation, talent management, HR metrics, and HR business knowledge. These results concur with those of previous studies which found that HR professionals are still not allowed to play a strategic role in South African organisations and, as a result, HR competencies and practices are poorly applied (see Barkhuizen, 2015; Schultz, 2010; van Wyk, 2006; Walters, 2006) .
These findings are concerning, given that the respondents ranked all the measured HR competencies as important.
Although the results revealed no significant differences between the current application of HR competencies versus their importance, public-sector organisations should improve their current HR practices to enhance both individual and organisational outcomes.
The findings show that the respondents differed significantly in their perceptions of the current application of HR competencies, based on the variable home language. The predominant finding in this research is that significant differences existed between respondents from the Englishlanguage group (representative of the white ethnic group) and respondents from the indigenous languages group (representative of the black African ethnic group). The English-language group were of the view that all HR competencies (i.e. leadership and personal credibility, solution creation, interpersonal communication, innovation, talent management, HR risk, HR metrics, HR service delivery, strategic impact, HR business knowledge, business acumen, and HR technology) are significantly less effectively applied, compared to the view of the indigenous languages group.
These findings are a reflection of the current realties in the South African context. As mentioned previously, the public sector has been subjected to numerous changes since the establishment of the new South African democratic dispensation in 1994, which resulted in various practices to address the past imbalances in the workforce. Affirmative action resulted in numerous white employees being retrenched to ensure employment equity in the government sector. As a result, the remaining minority of members of the white ethnic group may view the application of HR practices as less effective, compared to other ethnic groups. These results, however, need to be interpreted with caution. More research is needed to clarify the significant differences of viewpoint between white and black ethic groups regarding the application of HR practices. These results confirm that significant differences may exist between respondents in their perceptions of the application of HR competencies and practices in the South African workplace (see Du Plessis & Barkhuizen, 2012) .
Practical implications
This research makes important theoretical, methodological, and practical contributions. From a theoretical perspective, it research adds to the body of emerging research on the current status of HRM in South African organisations. Many researchers have debated the application of HR practices in South African workplaces without empirically investigating them. The present research provides sound empirical knowledge on the competency requirements and subsequent effectiveness of HR practitioners in South African workplaces. This research makes an important methodological contribution by demonstrating the utility of a new measure of HR competencies in the South African workplace. This research also adds important practical value by highlighting the problematic areas of HRM in public-and private-sector organisations and by making suggestions for their improvement in order to ensure HR competence in service delivery.
Limitations and recommendations
This research has some limitations. First, the convenience sampling technique used limits the research in terms of generalising its findings to the total population. Second, this research used a cross-sectional design, which limited the diagnosis of cause-and-effect relationships between variables. Future research could benefit from longitudinal studies to predict the cause and effect of findings, especially among different ethnic groups in South Africa. Future research could also benefit from cross-national studies to benchmark HR practices with those of other African countries. Such research would benefit Africa as a developing continent, as sound HR practices play a key role in the competiveness and sustainability of organisations and countries. Future research could also expand on the current study by including individual-level and organisational-level variables to predict the key outcomes of HR competencies in South African workplaces.
Conclusion
In conclusion, this research highlights the importance of the HR function in the South African workplace context. Organisations can reap the long-term benefits from a strategic partnership with HR in the form of competitiveness and sustainability. The findings of this research reiterate the need for business leaders to take stock of their current HR practices and the extent to which HR practitioners are allowed to play a strategic role in their organisations.
